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ABSTRACT 

A study investigated the possible relationship 
between college French teachers' cognitive style and their 
predictions of student performance. Four American-born French 
instructors and their 84 students at two state-supported universities 
formed the sample. The results suggest that the field-independent 
teachers may display more competence in predicting academic ability 
in both field-dependent and field-independent students, supporting 
previous research findings. It is proposed that these teachers may 
perceive the field-dependent students as needing inordinate help in 
developing strategies and hypotheses and cause the teachers to have 
higher expectations for the field-dependent student. This suggests 
that the mismatch of teacher and student cognitive style may have 
serious consequences in the college classroom, since teacher 
attributions play a vital role in determining student achievement 
level. It may be that a field-independent instructor has a more 
positive effect on student performance. Further research into the use 
of teacher cognitive style in the classroom is warranted. (MSE) 
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Introduction 



Individual diTfGrF?ncGS and psychological differentiation 
have long been a concern to the foreign language teacher seeing 
that conceptual tempos and selective strategies differ among 
studentsc Cognitive styles represent perceptual prob 1 em-^so 1 vi ng 
strategies; and an area often identified to explain perceptual 
problem-solving is the concept of f icla-independence/f ield- 
depend^ance. Specifically; Ulitkin's cognitive style construct 
has been demonstrated in selective literature in foreign 
language educat ion < Hansen and Btansfield, 198E; Tuttle, 
Gui tar t , and Zampogna , 1 979 ) . The general 1 i terature on 
cogni t i ve sty 1 es suggests that field orientation may be an 
issue in the social interaction between teachers and students 
<Witkin, 1976, 1977). Many studies have also explored the 
consequence.s of a match/mismatch of student to teacher cogni tive 
style in the classroom or any such dyad in which one must intei — 
act socially (DiStefano, 1970; Folman, 1973; Greene, 1973; 
Lockheed, 1977; Packer and Bain, 1978; Sousa-Poza and Rohrberg, 
1976). These studies suggest that teachers and students who are 
matched may have a more optimum environment for learning. This 
statement is not surprising seeing that a basic paradigm in 
interpersonal attraction derives from the hypothesis that persons 
with similar attitudes may be more attracted to one another 
(Bryne, 1971). 



Background 

Witkin, Moore, Goodenough, and Cox (1977) discovered that 
simple and complex figures embedded in a geometric field might 
serve as an approach to examine self and nonself aspects of 
differentiation. Individual differences in apprehension of 
simple figures as discrete from the surrounding field or embedded 
in the field became designated as field-independent and field- 
dependent persons respectively. Witkin et al. (1977) also found 
that teachers differed in their cognitive styles, in their per- 
ceptions of students, and in their expectations of students. 
On the other hand, several studies suggested that response styles 
by students appeared to be a function of teacher expectations 
and of cognitive styles (DiStefano, 1970; Hansen and Stansfield, 
198a; James, 1973; Saracho, 1980). 

The research to date appears to confirm that field- 
independent pupils and teachers are i nter ested in abstract, 
organizational and theoretical tasks (Biggs, Fitzgerald, and 
Atkinson, 1971). ' Field-independent individuals tend to learn 
und?:?r conditi^:)ns of intrinsic motivation (Steinfeld? 1973). 
F i e 1 d- i ndependent individuals have also been found to demonstrate 
a preference? for solitary, non-social situations (Witkin et al . 
1977). Evidence from this research suggests that field- 
independent individuals tend to be individualistic, impersonal, 
and oriented toward analytical and managerial fields such as 
mathematics, phys ics, chemistry, medecine , and ehgi neering 
(DiStefano, 1970; Witkin et al., 1977). 
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Field—dependent people have been observed to be attentive 
to social frames of reference (Busch and DeRidder? 1973)- Their 
social orientation makes them adept at learning and remembering 
social material and their references ( Fi tzg i bbons , Goldberger, 
and Eagle, 1965). In contrast to the analytical field- 
independent individual, field-dependent people tend to be 
gregarious, socially interactive, and prefer face-to-face 
relationships close to others (Green, 1976). Their social 
orientation guides the field-dependent person toward teaching, 
business, psychology? and the social sciences (Witkin, Moore, 
Goodenough , and Cox, 1977). 

Witkin et al. (1977) found that field-dependent teachers 
also tended to employ student interactive techniques, discovery 
approaches, open classroom discussion, and externally definded 
goals. The f i e 1 d- i ndependent teacher was described as preferring 
lectures, structured class activities, directives in giving 
evaluations and feedback, and analytic procedures. 

Participants in the schooling process, that is teachers and 
students, interact socially; the consequences of a match/mismatch 
in cognitive style in a teacher-pupil dyad may be, therefore, of 
some import (DiStefano, 1970; Greene, 1973? Jones and Aiello, 
1973). Such research suggests that expectations about student 
achievement may be a function of an optimum match between the 
cognitive style of the teacher and the pupil • This match of 
cognitive styles proved to be of vital interest in the DiStefano 
(1970) study in which students and teachers who were mismatched 
tended to view each other negatively. Witkin (1976) and 
Witkin et al. (1977) found that a "match** in cognitive style 
might facilitate social interaction if there was a shared mode 
of commun ication, an atmosphere of coo pe ration, and si mi 1 ar 
personal i ty character i sties. 

Evidence from Witkin et al . (1977) suggests that individual 
differences among subjects, such as gender, may serve as an 
important independent variable in studies of cognitive match/ 
mismatch studies. Hansen and Stansfield (198E) found that field- 
independent f ema les performed better in introductory Spanish at 
the University of Colorado regardless of the field orientation 
of the instructor. The tendency of females to be slightly more 
field-independent has been reported by Witkin (1971), 

The purpose of this study was to determine the importance 
of match i ng cogniti ve sty 1 es of pupils to coll ege French i n- 
structors. The re£>earch question was: is there a relationship 
between the cognitive styles of college French instructors and 
their discrepancies in ranking matched and mismatched pupils on 
grade expec tat i ons and actual academic performance in a French 
101 course. 
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Design of the St^dy 

Bub jec ts 

Nine college teachers -frofn t^^^e s'*^ at^'^^uPpor ted uni- 
versities were oriented individually by l^'^^'t^^r ^nd by a visit 
from the investigator. The instr ^c:i;o^s ^Jet'^ informed that the 
study involved their students of P^r^nc:h IqI i ^nd hoi^ and when 

Group Embedded Figures Test (Ql^jm^rif R^^»<in, and witkin, 
1971) was to be admi ni stered . Thj^ t^aC:h^T^S ^ef^ informed that 
their students would participate nOrrOai ^oijrse assignments 
and testing; however, during th^ "^^hjra t^e^K the Semester, 

the students and instructors would ^oft^pje^t^ th^ Gr ou LD gmbgdded 
F iqures Test or GEFT , and one p^r^On^^ c^'^t^ ^f^eet • f^urther, 
there would be no penalty for not P^rtiC^ ip^^tj j^y in the study, 
and anonymity would be maintained- 

Four instructors (3 female^ ^v\^ I rOaj^i ^nd their students 
(N= ) in four French 101 clas^e^ &t ti^Q 0't^t^-^suppOr ted uni- 
versities formed the defined samp^^, TPe T^^pch instructors 
were American-born with 3-7 year^ Of te^czhjing experience. All 
instructors held the Master's d^g^^g in f^t-^^^h literature and 
language and were in the beginning ph^s^s c'^ t^eir college 
teaching careers. 

With the use of an assigned ^cl^nt i-f i^^^t j^n number from 1- 
60, S5 subjects were randoml y s^l ^Q^eCI -f r^rn ^^ch teach^r*s 
list of students. Unfortunately, t^n stJU^^n-^^ decided not 
to participate in this inves tig^t ^O^J ^nc^ ^i^ ^tudents 
were absent. Mean age of the stu^^h^ p^^t'i^ip^nts w^s 19 
years old. All student participant^ »Mef ^^ti^^ 1 ^te beginners 
in French. 

Treatment 

French 101 was a first seme^t^^ coll^^^ c^o^-^^^e whicrh em- 
phasized the four basic language ^kjlls^ J i^t^ning, speaking , 
reading , and wr i t ing . The course d^^i^n^^ to introduce 

the French language to students i^f^^ h^d lit^j^ op po prench . 
The course and the textbook focu$^^ uPor) tU'^c^t^Qnal CQjtimuni- 
cat i on : sel f -express ion within ^ ^^mi^i^^ C^^t^t^x t • Cl ^sses 
met three times per week for 50--fn^^ijt^ p^y^i^^^f or t^MQ times 
per week for 75-minute per i ods . P^^ hoU^ d^vo ted to 

laboratory practice. On o cc as i on ^ TJ ^f^^^^iP^, computer^ 
assisted instruction and/or.. aucji^^t^P^^ W^^^ used in the 
c 1 assr oom . 

Procedures 

The GEFT is based upon indivi(^^^l di'^t^^^^C^^ in performance 
as measured by a subject's re^c'^'^n t^ ^ ^^Pmetric -figure, and 
his or her percept ion of part of ^ ti^ld ^0 Cjj^crete or embedded 
in a surrounding field (Witkin ^1 • > ^^"7"^), In other word$> 



this instrument requires the subject to perceive and outline a 
simple geometric figure embedded within a more complex figure 
(Hansen and Stansfield, 19BE). Reliabilities for groups of 
college students are reported by Witkin (1971) as .82 for males 
and .79 for females. 

The instructors were shown pairs of figures from the GEFT 
(Qltman, Raskin, and Witkin? 1971). The mean score was subse- 
quently computed, and instructors with mean scores greater than 
1^ were classed as f ie 1 d- i ndependen t . Instructors whose scores 
were below 1^ were char ac ter i zed as f i e 1 d-dependent . Thus j two 
instructors, of each feild proclivity were selected for this 
investigation. The field proclivity of the student sample 
(N= B'^ ) was determined by the GEFT two days later. 

Student respondents were categorized in relation to other 
subjects in their course; therefore? subjects were described as 
field— independent if the score obtained on the GEFT was above the 
mean for all student subjects. Field-dependent students were 
classified in this category if the mean score? obtained on the 
GEFT was below the mean for all student subjects. The cognitive 
style was matched or mismatched with the style of the instructor. 

Grade expectations varied at four levels: ^ 3 ^ @.J 

- 2 = C; 1 = D^. These rankings of grade expectations were 
compared with the final examination score which varied at the 
same four levels. Discrepancy scores were computed as deviations 
from the grade expectations and the final examination grade; that 
is, if teacher grade expectations deviated negatively or 
positively from the grade of subjects (matched or mismatched) on 
the final examination. 

Analysis of Data 

A S X E ana lysis of vari ance ( ANOVA) design was utilized to 
analyze the data from this investigation with cognitive style of 
the instructor ( f i el d-dependent /f ie 1 d-independent ) and a match/ 
mismatch of the style of the instructor and pupil as the main 
effects. The unit of analysis was the mean deviation from the 
matched or mismatched group. GEFT mean was set at 1^ for both 
instructors and pupils. Jhe alpha level was set at .05. The 
summary table of the S x S analysis of variance (ANOVA) using 
d i spropor t i onal cells is found in Table 1. 

TABLE 1 

Summary Table for the Two-Way ANOVA • 



Source 


df 


SS 




MS 




F 


Fcv 


FI/FD 


1 


7. OS 


7. 


,0S 


6, 


• SI* 


3 


.96 


Match/Mi smatch 


1 


15.93 


15, 


.93 


1^ 


. 1 0** 


3 


.96 


Interact ion 


1 




5, 


.OS 


^, 




3 


.96 


Error 


BO 




1 , 


. 13 











Total B3 
*EL ^ -OS 



The analysis of variance indicated significant differences 
at the .05 level of significance for cognitive style (field- 
dependence/fie Id— independence ) • The F-ratio for match/mi smatch > 
the second main eff ectj was significant at the .01 level of 
significance. The interactive effects were significant at the 
.05 level of significance; therefore? the effects of the levels 
of the first independent variable upon the dependent variables 
or scores were not the same across the levels of the second 
independent variable. It appears that interactive effects evi- 
denced a relationship between the discrepancies in ranking 
matched and" mi smatched pupils in regard to academic achievement, 
and cognitive styles of teachers. Figure 1 illustrates the 

interactive effect using the mean deviations. 



Figure 1 



Plots of Ordinal Interaction of Discrepancy Scores 



4- S 
+ 1 

+ I 

o 
-\ 

-3 I- 



Matched 



M i smatched 
Field Independent Teacher 
_Field Dependent Teacher 



7 



6 

The profile of the interact ive effects indicates; 

1. Fie Id- independent teachers tended to expect more of the 
field-dependent pupil or the mismatched student. 

S. Field-independent French instructors tended to have greater 
accuracy in predicting academic success of both field types of 
students. 

3. Fiel d— dependent French teachers tended to have reduced 

ability in predicting academic competence in both field 
proclivities (matched/mismatched). 



D iscussi on 



The purpose of this investigation was to determine if there 
was a relationship between cognitive styles of college French 
teachers and their discrepancies in rating matched and mismatched 
students on grade expectations and actual performance in the 
course. The resu 1 ts suggested that f ie 1 d-i ndependent French 
teachers may display more competence in predicting academic 
ability in students of both field proclivities. As such? this 
investigation supports previous research (DiStefano, 1970; 
Garrott, 198^; James, 1973; Saracho; 1980) in which field- • 
independent teachers and students tended to view one another 
more positively. Saracho (1980) emphasized that field- 

independent teachers had few difficulties in identifying and 
evaluating the outgoing field-dependent pupil. On the other 
hand, the field dependent teacher may feel a degree of in- 
security or perplexity when faced with the field-independent 
student, a student who is often analytical, abstract, and 
cogitative (Witkin, Dyk, Faterson, Goodenough, and Karp, 197^). 

The field-dependent pupil, whose need for considerable 
soc i a 1 and i nterper sonal supp or t , may be percei ved by the field — 
i ndependent teacher as need i ng i nor d ina te help in deve 1 op i ng 
strategies and hypo theses . This dependent behavior may simply 
cause field-independent instructors to have higher expectations 
for the field- dependent student (Saracho, 1980). 

It remains clear from the preceding discussion that the 
mismatch of teacher and pupil cognitive styles may have serious 
c onsequences i n the coll ege c 1 assr oom . Teac her attribut i ons p 1 ay 
a vital role in determining the achievement level of students. 
It is known that teachers spend less time with students for whom 
they have low expectations (Felsenthal, 1970). When teacher 
expectations challenge students to achieve, an expansive and 
exhilarating process is set in motion (Covington and Beery, 
1976). It may be that greater interpersonal attraction and 
better learning can be fostered when both teacher and pupil 
share a common cognitive style. 

3t is also clear that the present core of instructors can 
not change their field proclivity overnight: the results of 
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this investigation suggest that a -f r e Id- i ndependent instructor 

may have a more positive effect on s'cudent performance. 

A question that may need to be examined in further research isr 

1. If field-dependent teachers have been found to be masters of 
social skills, how can these instructors take advantage of the 
positive effect on expectations characteristic of field- 
independent teachers? 
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